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Further Reading: A Silent Song and Other Stories: Vol One


	The Sins of the Fathers – Charles Mungoshi
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Setting
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The story begins in the front yard of Rondo’s house where he and his father sit near a huge fire made for mourners. It ends a few minutes later when Rondo confronts his father about the murders of his children and father-in-law in the guestroom. The rest of the story is told in flashbacks which move to different settings. First it moves back to Rondo’s childhood when his uncle had bought him a guitar. For no apparent reason, his father had been so angered by it that he had broken and burnt it. Then the story moves to the countryside where Rwafa and Mzamane had gone ostensibly to shoot ducks. There had been a confrontation between a white woman and a group of rowdy youths. The story moves in time to the day before the celebration of the birthdays of Rondo’s daughters when things go wrong and, apparently, the murders are planned. The story briefly moves to the past when Rondo was eight – to an incident where he had stolen mangoes from a neighbor’s garden. It finally comes back to the present as Rondo confronts his father in the guestroom and Mr. Rwafa commits suicide.
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Plot 
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As he and his father sit outside his house, Rondo flashes back at what he thinks happened to his daughters and his father-in-law when they met their death. His father tries to comfort him, telling him that it is better the deaths happened now, that he will remember his father and thank him later. His father goes to the house leaving Rondo musing about his wife and his journalist colleagues who mock him and see him as living in his father’s shadow. Selina, Rondo’s wife, comes and stands by him. She comforts him, telling him he hasn’t slept for a week. She tells him that she herself was able to sleep – thanks to Rondo’s mother – who she says is a great woman. Rondo counters what she thinks about his father but she doesn’t get his meaning. 

Rondo says that the accident was strange but Selina tries to change the subject by telling Rondo to go and rest and that in the morning she’ll make him a big breakfast. She says she would accompany her father’s body to Bulawayo the following day. Rondo offers to join her but she declines. She runs to the house when Rondo asks her whether she is blaming him for the death. Rondo remembers an incident when he was four years old. He was gifted a guitar by an uncle but his father had destroyed and burnt it angrily roaring, ‘No son of Rwafa has ever been a rolling stone...’. Pg.27.

Rondo reflects on his life. He is an only son who had disappointed his father by marrying from a hated tribe and by getting, not a son – an heir to his father - as his father had hoped but two daughters. He was so afraid of his father that he had developed a stammer. It had taken him time to realize that his father was a feared Minister for Security.

Through a flashback, Rondo remembers joining Clarion as a journalist. Colleagues spite him but Gaston befriends him because he can use him. He questions Rondo about the Second Street Accidents and specifically the accident that kills his children saying it is a ‘typical Second Street’ accident. He says Rondo should investigate the accident and gives him a gun.

Rondo remembers the party before the accident. At the party things had ‘turned sour’. There had always been tension between his father and his father-in-law but it had boiled over into a quarrel during the party. Selina had suggested that they invite ‘every relative’ to their daughters’ birthday, Yuna, six, and Rhoda, five. Selina’s father had come alone since Selina was uncomfortable with her stepmother. Rondo remembers his father-in-law meeting the expenses of their wedding for his father had contemptuously asked his mother, ‘Who did you say is wedding?’, then conveniently left town on business for two weeks. Rondo’s father covets a certain farm owned by Mr. Quayle, a white man.

On the day before the party, Rwafa arrives at Rondo’s house and invites Mzamane for duck shooting – at the Quayle farm, as it turns out. Mzamane declines the front seat which Rondo is forced to take. On the way, they are joined by a truckload of youths carrying crude weapons and singing war songs. They find Mrs. Quayle’s car stalled. The youth get off the lorry and advance towards her as she pulls out a rifle. Mr. Mzamane intervenes, convinces the youth to give up the idea and they reluctantly get back on the lorry and drive off. He repairs the stalled car. Mrs. Quayle thanks him and invites him for tea. He declines. She drives off, telling him to drop by any time. Mr. Rwafa emerges from behind a bush. The three get back into the vehicle and drive back, leaving little doubt as to what mission Mr. Rwafa had intended. Rondo says that he knows Mrs. Quayle and that he and his father have often visited the farm. Mr. Rwafa calls his son a traitor. 

Mr. Mzamane tells the story of an ill-fated white man who, after failing at his farm, had changed tactics. He had begun performing the rituals of the local people and allowed them to use his farm. His luck had changed. This angers Mr. Rwafa who calls Mzamane a traitor.

Rondo’s mind flashes back to the party. There had been tension between his father and his father-in-law. But then the tension had thawed when his father called Mr. Mzamane ‘The Honourable MP’. However, some reporter had asked his father to tell the children about the liberation struggle – and others had encouraged him. Mr. Mzamane had slipped out. Rwafa had gone ahead to talk about betrayal, theft, enemies of state and clan. He talked of traitors who married enemies. His rambling had caused the party to crumble; people had left for their cars from where they summoned wives. 

Rondo remembers another incident when he was eight. He had helped himself to a neighbor’s mangoes and the neighbor had thrashed him. His father had joined them and thrashed him too while his mother had tried to stop them both. Her powerlessness reminds him of his own powerlessness during the party. Her begging on her knees remains etched in Rondo’s memory. 

Rondo goes to the guestroom which his father has been using during the mourning period. He gives his father a paper purportedly with the details of his children’s murder. His father mocks him asking whether he asked for his friends’ help because he isn’t capable (of digging out the information) himself. Rondo then gives him a gun. His father realizes the son did the digging himself and sends him away. Rondo meets Selina at the door on his way out; she has a gun, apparently supplied by Rondo’s mother. From outside, they hear the pop of his father’s gun as he shoots himself.
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